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§ ALWAYS BEEN AN ALLEGORY OF ANCIENT water—Kerala_ The sea was its womb, or so myth 
says, the tortured, bloody journey of the warrior monk Parasurama which started me the 
Himalayan lakeside of Renuka e ndedw hen his batt tle aXe Was flung 


2 into the Arabian Sea. All 
_M_along the Konkan shore, curving upward from the co ae 
Jarwin of coastal peography. 


habit through the millenia, when the s 
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flow, Along its meandering routes, temples of antiquity stl 


stand, their granite steps, terracing down into shallow 


tides. Temples of Kerala are comrades of waters, the great 
temple trees spreading out their shade, cooling centuries ol 
earth, matted hermitlike tresses heaving in western winds. 
Sometimes there is a curve in the river which lifts itself 
up to the sky like a breast, and the banyans dip their roots 
lovingly, becoming part of the gentle tides. Like a forest in 
the water And the mornings break across an emerald land, 
the rice paddies rippling with the bumished perforations of 
dawnlight as the malankattu sweeps down the wooded hill- 
sides, their rims disappearing into the shadowy enclaves of 
coconut groves or the dwar-mango trees which grew hug- 
ging the earth. Into these mornings the riverside temples 
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sent the dancing bellsound skipping across the breadth of 
the river, sweeping through the crystal of a Malabar morm- 
ing. Or the enchanting Sanskrit intonations of Vishnu 
Sahasranama, an overriding sound which spreads through 
the purl of the nver. And the early moming bathers in white 
linen and scented oils; an austere old man arriving to greet 
the sun on its early search for its meridien, standing waist 
deep in the Bharatapuzha reciting the Gayatri: “Om bhur 
bnuva swaha tat saviturvarenyam...”. 

Or a washerman’s donkey, with his pensive gaze, stand- 
ing listening to the murmur of the tides in karmic reflec 
tion. Or the snort ol an elephant’s morning bath, while it is 
lovingly rubbed down by its mahout. Ora clutch of brown- 
skinned children, like waterbabies at play, lt is along the 
Bharatapuzha, like most other civilisations, Malayali cul- 
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ture had its witnessing riverbank, Ezhuthachan 
meditated his Ramayana by it, Vallathol wrote 
haunting poetry beside it. The sea and the lazy 
backwaters are part of Kerala's modern tourist 





fantasy; a projection of vacationing indolence, 
exotic and unique. But rivers feeding them are 
progenitors of Kerala’s stories: of medieval tournaments 
held on the summer sands of river banks, the oiled, nip- 
pling skin of kalaripayattu’s knights gleaming in the sun- 
light as they executed lethal moves on the angathattu. Or 
battlesongs of the chakorpadas, Kerala's suicide brigades, 
forbidden to return home in defeat, fighting on sandy bat- 
tlefields, rurning tides red. Or the fable of Sankaracharya by 
the river, grabbed by a mystic croc, insisting on his 
mother's permission to leave fora monk’s life. 

| grew up in Malabar, lar from the ocean or backwaters, 
in asmall hamlet in the shade of the Nilgiris. lt was a cir- 
cumambience of vermillion earth and abisinthine rice pad- 
dies, bamboo groves and temple tarns with surtaces as 
clear as metal mirrors in the Travancore palace of Mart- 
handa Varma. Upon these tranquil faces of water grew 
water lilies in pink and white. their thick leaves gleaming 
with dew. But the story of water in Kerala is part of its ideo- 
logical tragedy. In its search for a Jewish-German social 
myth, the Malayali Marxists spent decades conquering the 
river. They built ¢heck-dams to harness its flow to pan- 


The sea, the backwaters and the rivers 


are progenitors of Kerala’s stories. 


chayat paddies, scraped its golden sands to cart away in 
trucks owned by comrade contractors, leaving huge waste- 
lands upon which wild grass grows. Even the sacred waters 
of Tiranavaya, where the grieving bring the ashes of their 
dead to immerse, are just an apology of its karma. Yet, 
when the sky's belly rumbles with the thunder of mon- 
soons. unlike Karl Marx, the rivers reincarnate. 

Such a river flows behind my parents’ house, called Papa- 
nasini. A hallowed name, meaning “Destroyer of all Sin”, It 
waters our farmstead, mothers the wildflowers that grow 
along the riverbank in crimson and yellow and sings a mean 
siesta-lullaby, Swinging on a hammock string berween 
coconut palms in the grove that slopes down into its waters, 
the passage of water is a promenade of stones. And the sylla- 
bles are punctuated by wavelets in the Malabar wind. 
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O YOU KNOW THE STORY BEHIND this fort?” my cousin asked. Well, 1 know it 
belonged to my family until the British came and ended the rule of the 
Arakkal Rajas. The Arakkals were the only Muslim ruling family m Kerala, 
ruling from pre-Portuguese time and, as legend goes, derived from the 
Chirakkal Rajas. Fort ScAnjelo was built by the Portuguese on land provided by the 
Arakkals. Later, after a dispute, the Arakkals took it back and sold it to the Dutch. 
Retumed to the Arakkals when the Dutch departed, it remained with them till the 
British captured it. Today it overlooks a beautiful bay leading to the Arabian sea. 
lam back in my native land after a gap of 40 years. I left Kerala when I was 15, not 
spending more than a day or two here since then. Now lam at 
Kannur, to begin an artistic sojourn through Kerala that will 
last 15 days. A land full of contradictions and confluences. 
Untold stories, created, legend says, by the great Sage 
Parasurama with a single throw of a mythical axe, as varied as 
its magnilicent landscape. Confluences abound, contradic- 
. tions persist. Mathai and Mammooty celebrating Onam with 
the same fervour as Raman Nair and Appukuttan. They wear 
hi LSli f Z {7 ‘a keke al frave / Sl } Le their mundu and put the throw-towel on their heads to protect themselves from the 
ever-present rain and sun, a ntual unchanged down centuries. Above all, they speak 
len oth of CL homeland nol the same language inspite of caste, creed and religion. Malayalam, a language with a 
= a ; great literary tradition and a highly developed modem literature. | 
pisited for 4) years, COMING The splendour of nature and its vagaries too, are things that impress visitors. 
Piven Paneer yy Though the seasoned visitor now has come to expect these as part of the package... 
UvaV Wl th a be 12 / L Oo] and packages are aplenty. [he reflection is everywhere, starting from the dark green 
grass, so dark, you feel the colour would come off on your fingers if you touch it. And 
yet, nothing could be more natural, foritis only in Kerala I notice the pronounced dif. 











sketches and memories. 
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lerence in colour The whole year, despite the heat and 
humidity, the colour of the grass is a dark green, many 
shades of it, but green. Ir changes only after monsoons 
when it suddenly turns to a startling emerald, vinidian or 
sap green. The contradiction happens in the inhabitants 
too, Men in mundus. wearing Hawaii chappals—seemingly 
the most favoured footwear—and Gucci sunglasses cruise 
around in chaulleurdrven Mercs. 

There is a strong sense of belonging as one drives down 
narrow roads. A full-lteracy state, probably the only one in 
the world, an almost garbage-[ree zone and a prosperous 
race Teady to take on anything. A Malayali will travel to.any 
place on the earth, and if possible to orher planets too; to 
seek his fortune. Narrow roads are a delight. My driver 
Faizel drives my Contessa with abandon and precision— 
siren blaring, red light on top, sturdy loot pressed down on 
the accelerator, he could have been a Schumacher 


They lwe in the same tile-roofed 
homes, happy with rice and fish, 
daily chores going on with the 


same enviable calm. The only time 


their cup of excitement bubbles 


over ts when politics comes up. 


The common Kerala folk do not lead grand lives. They 
are happy with their choru and meen curry—tice and fish. 
And of course. pappadam, But they make-sure they send 
their children to school, In fact, it is first priority. Early 
mornings are a delight—hundreds of children marching to 
school, on sidewalks. Uniforms, coloured clothes, chappals 
and mundus—anything goes. And in Muslim dominated 
areas, one will come across schools for little girls in hijabs. 
like penguins in Antarcuca, But they are all going to school. 
Nothing really has changed lor centuries. They live in the 
same tile-rooled he moder concrete 
horrors—and the daily chores go on with the same envi- 
able calm. The only time when the cup of excitement bub- 
bles overis when polities comes up lor discussion, 

My driver b vast terracotta red streaks amidst 
green-tiled-root sine lining the reads. Kerala is an elon- 
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garecl, long hamlet with thousands of them in continuity, 






We reached Kozhikode—the English called it Calicut 
Legend says King Solomon's subjects travelled here to trade | 
in spices, What made Kozhikode was the arrival of Vasco da 
Gama, who landed at the Kappad beach. Kappadu, in 
neighbouring Kannad means “save”, probably exactly what 
Vasco’s men in their three ships had on their minds after an 
endless journey seeking the land of spices. 

By the early morning sunrays | began sketching at 
Kappad, the beach with rock formations, a geological mar- 
vel. Sketching a boat resting on the sand, I thought of the 
fishermen on the high seas. My thoughts were disrupted by 
someone pulling at my T-shirt’s sleeve. A young boy, a 
slight grey tint in his eyes, he could have been trom the 
shores.of the Mediterranean sea, “You only draw boats,” 
said the innocent voice. “Well. | do sketch other things 
too.” [showed him my skerch pad and many more young 
children gathered around me. “Will you draw me then?,” 
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asked an unsure voice. “It is just like him, ° everyone agreed | 
when | finished his sketch. “But his eyes are not that J 
slanted,” a dissident voice, so typically Malayali. sf 

| continued ull 1 arched the southern tip of Kerala, a 
enroute encountering interesting people with “delinitive” 
opinions on everything. Lalso encountered great hospital- 
ity, the way only a Malayali can do it. On my way to Richer, 
the town famous for the annual Pooram festival, | stopped 
to sketch an old man sitting outside his home. After I fin- 
ished the sketch he examined it as my drawing teacher 
would; “It’s good bur I'm not that old,” he grinned at me. 
Then he went inside and came out with a basket full of 
bananas, the Nendra variety: “You might feel hungry work- ’ 
ing in the sun.” Just an example of Malayali hospitality. ; 

| returned to Thiruvananthapuram to catch a flight to 
Bangalore. My bag was full of sketch pads and memories— 
ola fabulous land and its people, lost to me for 40 years. 
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}Childhood Memories 
PRIVADARSHAN, FILM DIRECTOR 

A creative person draws from memories of childhood. 
Mine was rich with experiences, beauty and culture. | 
come from one of the most beautiful parts of the 
world—the backwaters of Kerala. The temples, the 
rivers, the lakes, the boats... When | think of Kerala, | 
can recall the scent of its different seasons—tne mon- 
soons and the summers. Almost 99 percent of the pop- 
ulation goes to the temple. It’s a ritual. Each daystarts with 
an ail hath. The mornings smell wendertul, a sort of fra- 
grant combination of coconut oil, water and mist lorming a 
heady combination. 

The attitude of the people is a thing that I share a love- 
hate relationship with. At times nasty, at others encouraging. 
if used in a healthy way, it can be progressive. My people are 
always willing fora discussion. Kerala is a constant challenge 
to existence. Because of its 100 per cent literacy, everybody 
has an ego: An ‘L-am-not-less-than-you attitude. One is 
always learning to fight it out and survive. And it is so clean, 
I've travelled the world, and nowhere is a place cleaner than 
my Kerala. The culture starts with the temples. Even a tiny 


temple in Kerala will be spic and span. | love the way my peo- 





ple dress. Clean, sparkling white clothes. Always. 

Culturally, Kerala is very colourful. Festivals abound. 
And | love them. As a young boy, and later a man, | would 
eo to the dilferent temples just to see the festivities, isten 
ro the music and watch Kathakali performances through 
rmne night In Kerala, culture is not just for the rich 
lt is in the very soil, the air, the water. It is there for 
people to absorb 

In my village, there 1s a huge temple where 
everybe dy ‘its with everybody else. You will find 
even a normal tea-shop owner sitting and listen 
Ing to OT Walk hing | periormane e The reac ly 1s 


wide and close enough for these who watit to 
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rouch it. Everybody knows, understands and enjoys per- 
formances. T hey are extremely aware, culturally. 

As a child, 1 remember asking my grandmother to 
explain the characters to me, narrate mythological tales 
and why the characters were acting the way they were 
doing. | would sit and watch, try and understand. 
Modernity has affected all of this, yes, but there are those 
like the actor Mohanlal and all of us, who are trying to 
revive our culture, be its patrons, keep italive. 

__As told to Ameeta Agnihotri 


|Back Home 

Capt. C.F KRISHNAN NAIR, CHAIRMAN, LEELA HOTELS AND 
RESORTS 

My ties with Kerala are unbreakable! I go all over the world 
many times, but I have to visit Kerala twice-a-year at least. 1 
like to spend at least a few evenings here. I have deep rooted 
family ties here. It is a pleasure to’ go back home, learn 
about the aspirations of the young ones and the success of 
the old ones. Then there are mates of my childhood, share- 
holders of old, unforgettable memories. And I just love 
Malayalam movies! It isa pleasure to see the latest ones in 
the theatres of Kannur Even now 1 donot miss an opportu- 
nity to go for a night show and watch my friends— 
Mohanlal and Mammooty—enact masterpieces. The 
ancient temples where people congregate with the old 
priests fascinate me. The Dravidian dancers of demi-gods 
(Theyyam) still enthrall. The handloom industry too means 
a lot to me. | cannot forget it as | had taken it up as a cause 
in the early 50s when I resigned my commission in the 
Army. My creation of Bleeding Madras created a furore and 
made me the largest garment exporter to America. I would 
like to make a dream place in Bekal—which has the waters 
on one and lagoons on the other side. Virgin beach, rivers 
and backwaters—something on the lines of Venice. And an 
international airport at Kannur, connected to Bekal by 
canals crossing the rivers, in turn connected to the magnifi- 
cent Coorg hills-—towns like Virajpet and Mereara. 
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Ponds and lakes are a familiar motif m the 





holy places of Kerala, some as old as legend. 





~, ONDS DON T FIGURE In modern lives. We have 







B® \acuzzis. Saunas. In earlier times, pools were 
"elixirs, part af temple rituals. No one asked for 

club cards to let people jump into them. Walking 
out wet, people strolled around huge banyans, prayed for 
the good of all, gladly taking sandal paste on foreheads. 
And then diving into the day. Life was innocent then. 
Temple ponds havea special place in local myths. Long- 
lost golden idols pop out trom these waters. As de athou- 
sand tales: the Ganges llows to all temple ponds; crocs are 
rhe other intricate element linked with them. Some claim 
ro have spoken to them, others have seen them, Folks liv- 
ing around Tahparambu Pazhayangadi Siva temple tell you 
they feed these crocodiles no one has seen. 

Each great temple had its great asset in its 
pond. Some as old as legends. Ponds at 
remiples in lirunakkara in Kottayam, In- 
prayar in Thrissur, Pazhayangadi and Para- 
sala Omkareswari in Kannur all have their 
own folklore, the last has a half-moon shape, 
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seemingly full of nectar flowing in from the 


PRAM 


moon. Closing in on the famed Koodalma 
nikyam temple, India’s only temple with 
Lord Bharata as the deity, Sivadasan, my 


ail hay 
f 





driver, good at wheels and tales says 


“There's a blue lotus in the temple pond. But you need pure 
devotion to see it.” Once inside, the temple grows on you. 
Imposing, ancient. I stroll up to the pond. What a pond! 
Almost an acre, surrounded by an old brick wall. A newly- 
married couple is there, seeking blessings of “Bharata and 
his fishes.” The husband says, “This pond was once a yagya- 
sala (sacrificial area). For us, it’s holier than the temple.” 

A signboard tells the story. In place of the serendipitous 
waters was once asacrilice platform, 2,000 years ago: “This 
pond created itself. Rivers Ganga, Yamuna and Saraswati 
confluence here. Sanyasi Sree Kuleepini Maharishi sat here 
in asamadhi. The fish are gods’ avatars. Only priests are 
allowed to enter the waters.” In 1997, when the pond was 
drained for cleansing, three huge sacrifice stables emerged. 
The gatekeeper tells me no watersource can corrupt this 
pond: “From nowhere can water come into it. [he water 
from this pond will flow into streams and wells. You can’t 
touch the waters.” Tcan’t see the blue lorus. Not enough 
faith? Leaving lore to its fans, L sit before a pond at 
liruvilvamala, Thrissur. An old yellow leat cwirls in the air 
ancl fal 





s into it. Quietude seeps in, washing away the anxi- 





eties ahead and anguishes behind. Beside these pools of 





gods, old sages reached enlightenment. The great art of 
slowness. That's the magic gods promise you in Kerala. 


—Joshua Newton 
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Three hills and a stream...Deepti Naval comes 





away charmed from the tea gardens of Munnar. 





: 7 mer ioe srerdrt 7 ara iF pig at i ie Dac 
INT KNOW WHERE MUNNAR WAS. So when I pot a ¢ all asking if | wanted to go there, | won- 








dered... ] was told it was a hilly area by way of persuasion. Kerala has hills? Yes, it daes. 1 


haven't been to Keralasince 1980, when we shot a film Chinutna where | played a local farmer 


woman, working in paddy fields. That, however, was snot ina packwaterdistrict, Thekekar 
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remember starkly, the locales. Buta Kerala of hills...?So | packed my bags, and took off to Kochi. 
As the plane cir les down [ol landing Llook down Upon a stunning Vista shades and shaces 
of ereen colour the landscape, a shining blue ol water to a side, arunway to the orher We walk out 


i the airport and meet my rude Viano} T hrough most of tht three-howt JOUTMIEY to Munnar not 


once do | feel that the road isa highway. We drive pasta wondertil belt ol SPICE p 





antatlons-—-car- 





m clo mad orner exotica. Enroute, a snort stop ata: mall town, Kot lamangalam, iora 
fash of impromptu shopping, a stunning two-piece white traditional ensemble fora princely 
[ Rs 75! By the time we reach Tea Country, the toursm beard run resort Lam staying at, itis 

eTuM have a beautiful M Ingalorean COUtape (with a red-tile rool) all to my self Perched ona 


niv=-side. th halcony copy ns OULONTO a Spl Wwiline WIEW Ol the hills 1S | Stl OF the balcony sipping 
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clear, green tea with lemon, Manoj tells me more of Munnar and the hills... 

A tiny town at the foot of the hills, Munnar is a none-too-clean town. But drive out and the 
hills begin, coated-over with rolling tea plantations. The little I know of tea plantations 1s from 
Palampur, Himachal and Darjeeling. But Munnar is LOO times more elaborate. Established as 
a summer getaway for the British (in 1795), the tea estates were run by them for 300 years. In 
fact. the 56.000 acres of tea estates were run jointly by a Briisher, Finley and the Tatas till as 
fare as 1983 (Hence the name Tata-Finley). Munnar is surrounded by three hills, and three 
streams confluence here. A mosque, a temple and a church are perched on top of these hills. 
I'm fascinated, and go down to the town market next day. Many foreigners prefer to stay in 
Munnar rather than the outskirts; which are prettier and favoured by Indians. New private 
hotels have come up there, But foreigners prefer hanging around talking to the locals, sipping 
tea while the only Indians I see are lined up at the cyber cafés and the spice stores. 

I trek up the rugged old stone steps leading to the church, a 104-year-old fascinating struc- 
ture. All along | can hear temple bells and chanting fram across the other hill. The church is 
stark, the altar quite bare. The walls have painted murals in a carved illustrated format. It’s 
old. and the colours are faded. | say a little prayer Ambling out, the strong evening light 
‘hrows the mosque on the other hill into sharp focus. In Munnar the things of note are these 
places of worship. Lit up at night, they are beautiful. Lile is simple here, each following one’s 
beliefs. I descend and make way to the spice shops. I buy a tiny bottle of tea-tree-oil, another 
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of tea-masala, a packet of cinnamon, black pepper, cardamom, fresh turmeric and cloves— 
souvenirs from Munnar. The town is dotted with old British cottages, dilapidated but still 
quaint and beautiful, and on our drive, we come across many a Raj cottage, now occupied by 
tea estate managers, Dream homes tucked deep into the foliage. reached through winding 
labyrinthine paths. The next day, early in the morning, we set out for the tea estates, a short 
30-minute drive away. Every now and then, I stop to take pictures. But after 20 mimutes, I 
realise that here one simply needs to soak in the environment, rather than try to capture it. 

At the Tata Tea office the manager gives me a tome on the estate’s history. Flipping through 
it. realise all the pretty roads we have been driving on were originally elephant tracks, scythed 
as for back as in 1573, when the British first came ahunting, riding on elephants. We take a 
winding road, stopping by a lake, heading towards Eravikulam National Park, known tor 
Niligiri Thars, an endangered species. We're unlucky here—the roads inside the park are 
blocked. Manoj’s been telling me of Fort Cochin, the old Kochi area and it sounds fascinating. 
We do a bit of tinkling with the itinerary, and decide to drive back to reach Kochi by night, 
where | can then eatcha few things. Back in the hotel for lunch, and by nightlall, we are on the 
road to Kochi. We drive straight to the stunning hotel, The Brunton Boatyard, in Fort Cochin, 
close to the sea. T walk upon the deck jutting into the sea, where three musicians play the vio- 
lin, tabla and flute. The night is pure magic. Later, we have fish curry and rice, packing olf 
early, In the morning | go to St Francis church, the oldest in India, and the Jewish synagogue. 
Historical places always remind me of the generations that have passed through their corri- 
dors. Life and time goes on. Things no tourist brochure talks of One must just stand and look 
at these historical places and feel their significance, Later, | promise mysell T will come 


hack... when itis raining down en the lush greens —Avs told to Akash Shrivastava 
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HED by air, allordine the traveller a memorable view 





Of a Vast EXpanse Of COCenUt treetops—a well-manicured forest of midget palms. 
ihe unllormity occasionally broken by the steeple of an ancient churc h, the 
lome of a temple or the minaret of a mosque. Alc ng the fringe Sis. a thin stretch of sand 


ters of the Arabian Sea—the beaches of Kerala 
AS the Be IP ILE drops low. Capree Cie VET rhe VaALeES below ley the final descent tO 


rir Vananthapur: mM alrpa;t, visible below are the faw i hued sancs rout Shanghu- 


ites out of the airport brings you onto this beach wirh irs long 


mukham Beach, A tew min 
retch of powdery sand, the first of many beaches that are the icing on the state’s tounst 
i a) St re ce ih 7 : 1 : 1 \ i. Sree A 
Dak h mule am Beat by 5 Methineg oO a tumace curing the dav with 3 nerciless 


its sanels. Only fishermen bringing in theircarch venture onte it then 





| Wisel ATTICS a LaTepe B itherin rol locals onto the sands to IIneSsS the gentle 


he fiery orb into the waters. The sands swarm with hawkers and children.An 



































ADOL a il rale has it that the beach was once witness to criminals being fed to caged 
tigers by way is waming to aspirant w rongdoers to dees from a walk on the wild side. 
lk iy i. a monstrous concrete meee PTACES T the beach. The 35 m long Matsya 
Kunyaka is sculptor Canai Kunjuram 5 work. an unfortunate contemporary inclusion. 
rhe beach at Kovalam. ata distance of 16 km from the city, is textual fodder for travel 
State with chartered [lights winging in to check out its wares. 4 mere four decades 
a90, Kovalam was a sleepy little ishing village, virgin .. uncluttered. I remember walking 
cee PD Into its crys stal clear Waters as a youth, unafraid of ny u iditterent swimming skills 
secure in the =f cid waters of the beautiful cove. No concrete structures obtruded onto 


1¢ palm-fnnged waters anc 4 bate. suntan-oil-soaked flesh was scarce. All that has 





changed today, with a crush of humanity populating the beach at all hours of the day 
and a good part of the night. Hotels and lodges mushroom behind every coconut palm. 


Even backpacking vacationers can get a Lx and rool for the night for the price of a 





-hame. Char 





Standup mez atans roam the sands preyingon sullible tourists, hawk- 


Ing evel sane Std lake antiques to “cut-price” kaltans. Despite these alterations toa 





once idyllic haunt, Kovalam still retains e ough pleasures to make a visit worthwhile. 

[he beaches are ringed in by two rocky promontories, the Ashoka Beach lying to the 
North and the Lighthouse Beach to the South. A tall lighthouse im the latter still gives 
nocturnal fishermen their bearings. Short distances from these are other, less cluttered, 
beaches. Kovalam remains a popular haunt for seekers of Ayurveda, with centres around 
the beaches offering both single-session massages and longer duration musc oe 
and system-cleansing treatments. 

The Vizhinjam Beach near Kovalam, with its deeper waters, was once a major natural 
port for the local kingdoms between the 8th and 13th century AD. It lost its lustre when 
the Dutch established a factory here in 1505, the British following suit with a second fac- 
tory at Vizhinjam. Today, it is overshadowed by Kovalam next door A visit to the beach is 
recommended for panoramic views offered from rocky escarpments and comparative 
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| first visired Varkala as a schoolboy, from boarding school. The town was 
small then and its main attraction was the beach, rimged in by tall cliffs, quite 
1 an English aunt to spend memorable hours 
1c choppy waters and washing the sand oll 
1¢ natural (and mineral rich) springs that drained off the clifis. In 
ach would disappear amidst the roar- 


solitude. Swimtning is however asmict no-no m these reac 





desetted. Here | would repair wit 























ust soaking in the sun. paddling mt 





our bodies int 


monsoons however, the narrow strip of be 


> ing, menacing, surging surf, waming visitors to keep thei distance. IL recall one 
= particular visir to the beach. My aunt was standing Ina cove and applying lotion 
= onto her unclad body, when a man anda woman came gingerly down the chill 
= side. The sight of my aunt in a state of dishabille quite unnerved the man who 


missed aloatheld and came sliding down to the sands below ina heap. I Ssup- 
k accompanying the red-laced 


Laff Bay 
Cait 


pressed a smirk, as did the lovely charmer in pin 
contortionist, lt was only on the morrow that 1 learnt from a photograph in the 


zat famed thespian Dilip Kumar and the beautiful Waheeda 





local newspaper t 
Rehman were shooting lor the film Aadmi on the beach the previous day. 

Levend says sage Narada threw a clorh into the airand it landed where Varkala 
stands today. Narada advised his disciples to seek salvation through prayer on the 
beautiful beach which is named the Beach of Redemption or Papanasham, While 





in Varkala, visit the Janardhana Temple, dedicated to 
Krishna; the temple records go back 800 years. 

The beach at Kollam is nondescript and forlorn. The 
[ hangasseri Beach, five km from Kollam, is a better bet. The 
town was once popular with anglo-Indians, who made it a 


sort of enclave. Boisterous boogieing to the throb of Bill 





Haley and the Comets, can-can dresses, the hoola-hoop 





and Sun day lunches of meatball curry and lemon rice were 
all the rage once. Sadly, the denizens of the town have 
sought fresh pastures in Australia, Canada and UK and 


yave lost the froth in their 





financially insecure leftovers 
toddy. An im posing hehth ouse, a Portuguese fort and fine 
old churches are added attractions on a visit to Thangassem. 

The drive from Kollam to Alappuzha runs parallel to a 
magnificent coastline that seems to snake forever. Stop and 
stroll onto the beach and watch the day’s catch being 
hauled in, fisherwomen drying mackerel and prawn. Long 
boats lic beached everywhere. The beach has been immort- 
talised in a novel, Chemeen by Thakazhi, and an eponymous 
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Ik 


film, talking of star-crossed lovers, the curse of the angry 
sea and the toll to pay for illicit liaisons. The beaches of 
North Kerala are less promoted and therefore less devel- 
oped, an advantage. Sixteen kilometres north of Kozhi- 
kode, I discovered my dream beach at Kappad, where 
fasco da Gama landed in 1498. A large rock abuts the 
ocean with a little temple upon it, dating back 800 years, 
so locals claim. 

The two beaches in Kannur district are little-known 
but charming. The four km-long Muzhappilangad Beach, 
situated 15 km south of Kannur, is clean, the waters 
shallow and safe. Black rocks ring the beach, and the 
unique texture of the sand makes the beach motorable 
too. A bonus here is the uninhabited island, Thuruthu 
(island in Malayalam), just off the shore. At low tide, the 
adventurous can wade safely out to the island to check 
outits rich vegetation. 

The Ezhimala Beach is 50 km from Kannur Clean, the 
sands are shadowed by a 300 m high hillock with seven 
pointed Structures atop it—hence the name Ezhimala. 
An old fort stands sentinel on the beach: local legend has 
it that Solomon's ships carried timber from these shores 
to build his great temple. As ink-black clouds roll in with 
the onset of the monsoons over the sub-continent, the 
theatre of the skies is best viewed from the beaches of 
ixcrala where divinity seems to unfold a new dimension to 
mankind below, 
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EMORIES OF VACATIONS FROM SCHOOL, spent at my grandparents’ home on the 
. . banks of a swift flowing river, in a village in Kollam district, flood the mind, 
travel, quul C COMPALes WWI th the as [motor through the ancestral village and head for the town from whence 
my eight-hour odyssey is to commence, later that moming, | remember 
Kollam (Quilon then) with its quaint redbrick railway station and the heat and dust ofa 
journey through the meander- bustling, wading ourpost—much sought-after by the Durch, the Portuguese and the 
A, : 7 oe English for its strategic location on the trade routes of yore. Time has converted the town 
ne backwaters of Kerala, *UYS into a mishmash of unattractive concrete structures, the tiled, wooden homes falling 
ishok Koshy. under the hammer of the Middle-Fast-returned-nouveau-riche natives. The road, ridden 
: : with potholes, meanders down to the wharf. From here I shall be taking a steamer that is 
to take me on a joumey over the backwaters [rom Kollam to Alappuzha (a word obvi- 
ously coined in Kerala since the COD desenbes it as stagnant water fed from a stream!) 

which make up the lagoons, lakes and canals of this remarkable sheet of water 
The steamer, that is to take a gaggle of European tourists and me, is a double-decker 
with a few plastic chairs tossed about lor passengers to lounge in. Captain Pathrose and 
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Little else, ui the world of 


languid pleasures of a leisurely 


his mate have an uncanny likeness to Hollywood's vision of the sea rogue, made memo- 
rable in scores of seafaring yarns with a greasy, unkempt demeanour and shifty eyes. In 
the course of the journey, I discover a more humane aspect, as they cross themselves at 
every little grotto to the Virgin Mary on the waterfront, and share tales of the devilry of 
landlubber politicians. We set sail to the clanging o! bells and tooting of whistles and 
before long are out onto a breathtaking lake, the Ashtamudi Kayal, with its majestic ean- 
tilevered Chinese lishing nets standing sentinel on the watertront. Tiny thatched shacks 
with suspended kerosene lamps shelter fishermen on their nightly vigil at the nets, We 
skim Past Narrow, passenger-less catamarans anc discover, on closer examination, that f 
the bobbing black balls beside them are the heads of divers scouring the seabed for clam! f 
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We cut through the waters towards a cluster of thatched huts on a 























narrow strip of land on the lake where women in bright “housecoats” 
sit about matting palm leaves for thatch, cut and clean fish for the 
noon meal and hammer away at coconut husk for the coir industry. 
The lake soon gives way to narrow canals with rich coconut planta- 
tions on either side. Small dwellings dot the verdure from whence 





AGE PHOTOBANK, MILITIA WEARS 


4 curlews of smoke announce the preparation of the afternoon meal. A bent 
coconut tree jutting alarmingly above the water has a young boy bounding up 


its trunk. He tosses a [muit for his mother to grind into the spicy fish sauce that 
will spike their bowl of rice at lunch. Life is lived in the open along the canal, 
the functions of washing, bathing or plain lounging being carned out under 
public gaze. The journey between Kollam and Alappuzha provides interesting 
stopovers en-route. The traveller is afforded the option of spending a night at 
these places. The “Hugging Mata’s” ashram, the Mata Amrithanandamay1 
a Mission, at Amrithapuri is an enormous twelve-storey pink edifice on the 
q water's edge, a wedding cake gone wrong. But it’s comfortable shelter and, il 
q7 in residence, comes with a hug and orange from a local lady who has carried 
her message of love to the portals of the United Nations. At Alumkadavu, fac- 
ing the beautiful Kayamkulam Lake, stop to see artisans fabricate the ketluvel- 
lams (country cratt) of Kerala or visit Ayiramthengu, the coir village. : 

Lunch is served at the tiny hamlet of Lekshmithuruthu. For a modest tar- 
iff, the traveller feasts on a mountain of rice awash with sambar, chopped cab- 
bage turned delicately into fresh ground coconut and fried-karimeen, straight 


Sprawled on-deck, under a canopy of stars, the 


COTES DCR paradise seems almost tenable. 







out of the canal. Wash it all down with buttermilk, under the shadow of a 
coconut grove. Two other places of interest lie along the route, the 
Kumarakody Temple dedicated to the memory of the noted Malayalam poet, 
Kumaran Asan, who went to a watery grave there, and the unusual statue of 
Buddha at Karumadi. A fleeting view of the Buddha in the yogasana position 
is glimpsed from the fast moving boat. Standing three ft tall, the statue (pur- 
portedly circa 700 AD) is split in half with the lett arm and part of the torso 
) missing. The serene head is intact, the structure providing a spectacular 
| shrine. 

| The heavy lunch and the babble of water lapping against the boat's prow 





vision against the lush green paddy fields that surround the sma 





ull you into semi-slumber. (Through halt-closed eyes you watch narrow crafts 
) crowded with uniformed school children heading for home at the end of the 


day's academic labours. They wave cheerfully. Every once in a while,a = 
motorised boat whizzes by with sturdy fishermen straddling it. Bare chests = 
gleam with sweat while a rowel is jauntily tied! on their heads, virile visions = 
apalnsl rhe blue waters 0 the Lenn won. Fle useboats olren lashionec| tO accom- a 


modate 20 guests, lie moored on the canal bank or float lazily on Vembanad 


Lake. Made from jackfruit wood, held together with coir ropes and painted 


over with an extract of the cashew kernel, these cralt are secured without the 
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use of a single nail. Floating hotels, they're patronised by solitude seekers who |X 
wish to “do nothing” on vacation. Popular in these waters for centuries, the ongi- FRjagtaas 
nal craft were narrow houseboats, transporting travellers on overnight joumeys. [ees 
My father often travelled on these in his youth and recalled the most amazing 
repasts cooked on board, comprising whole sardines afloat in thick blood-red gravy consumed 
with generous measures of unpolished rice. Thereafter, lying sprawled on deck under a canopy 
of winking stars with the steady splash of the oarsman, paradise seemed almost tenaple 
Steaming tea, banana fritters and lentil-filled vadas are dished up at a tiny tea stall on the 
bank where we halt briefly. Some young foreigners nip behind the tea stall (apparently tore- 
warned) for a quick gulp of local toddy, only to rush to the side ol the boat to bring up thei 
misadventure. As the shadows lengthen, we enter Kuttanad, the rice bow! of Kerala, with its 
stretching paddy fields. Clambering onto the open upper-deck, we watch the world winding 
down for the day, animals returning rom pasture, young women heading home trom market, 
wicker baskets precanously pe rched on heacls while dexterously extracting betel nut and leat 
from the folds of their sarong and tucking it into their mouth. At the jetty at Alappuzha, the 
passengers alight and head for dillerent destinations, each in search of new adventure. 
Backwater excursions allording similar, laid-back thrills can be undertaken between 
Alappuzha and Kottayam and between Alappuzha and Kochi. Furthes north, in Kasaragod 
clistrict, the lesser-explored waterways are a visual treat. | he backwaters at Vallyaparar ba are 
perhaps the most alluring, with tours through a cluster of nine islanes Here mussel breeding 
is popular and the journey allords vignettes ol Holstein and Jersey « rassbred b WITLE Eisen 
lazily at the water's edge while men repair fishnets and women dry fish, The backwaters of 


j I _ || = ‘ ‘ ‘ ; a | 
Kerala are also home to exotic avian like Sibenan stork, egret, teal and heron. Happy tloating! 
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‘knowledge of life’. Harvesting a bounty of 
herbs and research that goes back centuries, 


Ayurveda’s fame ts washing up far-flung 


shores, says Joshua Newton. 





WE ARENT SERIOUS ABOUT Ayurveda, the Westerners 
are. | once wrote to an American editor convincing her 
to allow me to write on Ayurveda. | lost the assign- 
_ment. She flew down from California to write the story 
herself, With a series of celebrities on its list of subscribers, 
the fame of this ancient science of life has been washing up 





far-flung shores. 

But the place where it thrives is the primordial pool 
where it was born, Kerala. Abetted by a wet and warm cli- 
mate—heaving with lifegiving rains—which lends ttself 
beautifully to the growth of precious herbs, the rejuvenaung 
“knowledge of life” really comes alive here. Dr Deepa, 
consultant Ayurvedic physician with Kerala Ayurveda 
Pharmacy Ltd says: “We're blessed with a treasure of he rbs 
in Kerala, such as cannot be found anywhere else. The 
Kerala climate, Capped by its mon- 
soon, is the lifesource of these herbs 
and Ayurvedic applications. 

The monsoon, they say, is the 
muse of Ayurveda. Massage thera- 
pists aver that nowhere else in the 
does one get such a lavour- 
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ere’s the 


The monsoon ts the muse of Ayurveda, the 











able mix of environment, purity and authenticity t 
treatments. Old people wait for the seasonal i 
between summer and monsoon, the best stated 1 
start Ayurvedic remedies. “Because it is the time 
your body is overheated and begins to undergo the 
pressure of seasonal changes,” says Vaidyabhoos 
Raghavan Thirumulpadu, a renowned Ayurvedic m 

In ancient India, every branch of science was dev 
abiding by nature’s rules. Stemming out of the rese 
sages over centunes, Ayurveda is not just a system 
diseases. It teaches how to achieve “perfect hea 
washing away toxic imbalances and rejuvenating ¢ 
much as Kerala's rivers do each year with the mon 
An Ayurvedic physician understands the imbalan 
the body’s dynamic equilibrium and corrects it, bri 
back to the original state 
often, many visitors do no 
know they have an ailment. 
ever, it elfects them and their 
of life,” says Dr Deepa. A | 
approach focuses on the imy 
both mind and body. Cz 


COURTESY: KERALA TOURISM 




































planned programmes and special massages such as 
Pizhichil, and Strodhara, work at the physical level to soothe 
muscles and nerves. While yoga postures, meditation and 
pranayama bring back the natural rhythm of the mind. 
Toxins produced by constant metabolic activities in the 
body damage the body cells leading to ageing. Packages 
include Kayaseka, Sirodhara, Abyanga, synchronised mas- 
sage, medicated steam bath, Njavarakizhi etc. Medicated 
herbal oils improve the complexion. Io purify the body, 


there is the great art of Panchakarma in which tive major 


procedures are used to eliminate toxins—Virechna (purga- 
tion), Vamana (the emesis), Vasthi (the enema), Nasya 


(nasal administration) and Raktamoksha (bload-letting). I 


you are healthy and undertake Panchakarma, you get Its 
icated 





preventive, restorative and rejuvenative ellects. Mec 
chee oils are administered orally for internal oleaginous 
effect, he 


toxins accumulated in the body 


ping lubricate your body channels and loosen the 





4 has the answers. 





Lye VLE long lara slim body, Ayu rye¢ 


Deep dry massages with herbal powders and pastes, syn- 





chronised massage with specific oils, steam bath, etc. can 


mobilise accumulated fat. Then you get specially designed 
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diet programmes to prevent further accumulation. 
Anti-ageing is another of Ayurveda’s areas. It prescribes 
Pizhichil and Njavarakizhi to strengthen the system, invig- 
orate immunity and impart freshness to the body. 
Panchakarma therapies, particularly medicated enemas 
relieve constipation and correct digestion. Sirodhara nour- 
ishes your head, the abode ofall sense organs. 

As the state authorities have evaluated the authentic 
Ayurvedic centres of Kerala, you can now ensure that 
nobody rubs you the wrong way. All you have to do is 
choose from the official list of authentic Ayurvedic resorts. 
Website: www.keralatourism.org. 

Here are our top recommendations: 

if RT: Just an hour's drive from Kozhikode 
International Airport and you reach Kappad, a fishing vil- 
lage, where Vasco da Gama first landed. The resort is 17 km 
away from Kozhikode town, It has an Ayurveda spa run by 
Kerala Ayurveda Pharmacy Ltd, in the business for 55 years. 
The spa is managed by a qualified doctor They have trained 
and experienced in-house therapists and use only herbs 
and medicines from their factory. Packages include Poorna, 
a five-fold purification therapy meant for both healthy and 
sick, synchronised massage, herbal steam bath, Njava- 
rakizhi, Pizhichil, Sirodhara, Elakizhi and suitable Pancha- 
karma. They also have body slimming programmes. KBR 
olfers packages for seven to 21 days including Ayurveda 
treatment, accommodation on full board basis, vegetarian 
diet and yoga (theory, practice and meditation classes). 
Book online at www. kappadbeachresort.com. 

- Has packages for Pizhichil, useful for rheumatic 
ailments, and Njavarakkizhi, an application of certain 
medical preparations externally by two to four masseurs for 
about 60 to 90 minutes to ease swings in blood pressure or 
check high cholesterol and cure certain kinds of skin dis- 
eases, Dhara is a process of pouring herbal oils, medicated 
milk, and medicated buttermilk on the forehead for about 
+5 minutes a day for a period of seven to 21 days. This is 
mainly tor insomnia, predominated diseases, mental ten- 
sion and certain skin diseases. Kativasthi for back-pain and 
Yoni Prakashalanam to purily genital organs are 
also specialities of the place. The selection of the 
therapies will be made by the Ayurvedic doctor 





at the centre alter detailed consultation and 
examination of the visitor Book online at: 
WoW. SOT ell heeram.com. 
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The waters of the Bharatapuzha-~ 
“wash away all sorrows, releasing 


~ souls, says Joshua Newton. 





OWN WET STONE STEPS, RIVER BHARATAPUZHA glides by. Men and women sit on the river 
washed steps in two rows, facing one another. Each with a banana leaf spread in front. 


A lump ot praln rice, anearpa Brass, EINELY, sandal paste a ad cher ula leaves laid on tne 





plantain leaf. These represent the live elements. Their lips quiver in prayer, Their half 





naked bodies shiver in the early moming wind. A pundit walks among them mumbling 
mantras and instructions. Last rites lor the dead and the parted, pithrutharpanam. The wind. the 


waters and their dead ones. The spits are all around, watching: And quiet flows the Bharatapuzha 


- 1 be ts Eo at or oe e ¥ ria Tor ps = 7 EF | = /. = — ; ‘ i 
Now pouch the sandal Paste, dip VOUT linger Lt Witel and lay ib down... Om-surva pashtapavah 
2. : t 1 1 t a 
4 1 y iq i 1 + oF rT? FR Pv + by sry ' ii wWwa4mMme fr 7. ‘ j 7 - <7 
iswen Iwo old men slump down the row chanting, Lollowine the mumett orders. lears 
well mo re Te he . Pcp Ye hen Maven veh il) hy Tuy Pie FVVYTI iF read hey Telvee tases a a 
fall cow OO WIhkKIed Tact C ODUICUTOVG VE GOT OTe, COVE Pe Eee, re fall, Srey haired 
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| hese Are 


man breaks down, drags himself thigh-deep in the river towards its middle and takes adip 


a ae : } j ] noon a TSI] F | | Q le if \ | h : ’ 
Cet LL bel PCL QS-07T The LITA Vely al “clW ATIVE A TeMple Pets DEEL ere (ot yey gl CAeVSan: 
| i ee Ee a eR TA. 





Seal SCT ay around 3.0L) vear People COTTLE here [tO CAITY Gul last rites tor thelr ceac ones.” 
rishnal llavath.a pul) mtsavs. yes, decal h and its thoug! its lurk here But the WIndl VW Ipes ott eVerv- 
thing. You go away trom here r leasecl trom all youl pains, Everything goes, That primal angst of 
leath, those leftover dreams of your dead partner, that prickly guilt, those memories 
anc ithe cool shade of the two huge banyans SOAKING up anc around. | close my eves and 
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| need to offer these rites for him. | open my eyes 


and imagine Lord Parasutama, who, many believe 


had offered balitharpanam here for the Kshatriyas he 


had slaughtered. | 


see a fierce figure clothed in wet 
saffron climbing the steps up from the river, body and 
apron dripping wet. Beard flowing towards his 


chest. rudraksha chain around his neck, a cluster ol 


aves {flutter in the wind. He passes me by with 





banyan le 
1stem face 
. 7 ‘ é 4 
[his is Knshnan Namboothin, who trequents sacrea 


spots in Kerala. “You were not born without your ance: 


You carry their particles, their lives within you, 


(fT 


Pithrutharpanam is all about releasing your ancestors 


from vou. From this life.” Namboothin elaborates, "so 


rake rebirth or attain moksha according to 


he Lan a 
the clutenes ot th 


1 : 1 
(nal (Ney can 


(heir karma 5 of pithrutharpanam is to save 


them fron life. By ollering that 


panam, as the word means, you are satislying them and 


VIEIRA ILE AAT 


swaha... 


cleansing yourself. If you do these with full mental involve- 
ment, you will feel complete compassion and contentment 
throbbing within you. Nothing else can give you that feel- 
ing. Mere mechanical rituals won't do. It all depends on 
your approach.” 

At Tiranavaya temple you can offer these rites through- 
out the year. Though most Hindus choose death anniver- 
sarles, dmavasya days are also picked for tharpanam. Owing 
fo tidal swings, it is best to choose new moon day for per- 
forming rites for the dead ones. Other holy days are also 
auspicious for these rites. Orher than Tirunavaya, the 
believers flock to the banks of river Periyarin Emakulam on 
Siva's Night every year for pithrutharpanam. Some go off to 
Kanyakumari. A lot of them settle for pujas in their own 
backyard, The souls » ritual 
elements which are then submerged in the waters. From 
Then what 
wind and the river? Om swaha:..Ombham 
Om bhuva. I’m still standing under the banyan 
shade pondering on the wonders that lie berween birth and 


of ancestors are drawn into five 


water comes life. And back there it gx 


oes, 


remains but this 


death, The sun now bums upon the river. Believers have 
left in cars. Pundits are back in their homes, The temple 
door is closed by now. It’s almost mid-noon. Three men lie 
asleep on the stone bed under the shade. 
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The spurts are all around, watching. 


And quiet flows the cleansing river: 
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WATERS OF KERALA 
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Seat i. 


Then fastero f Kerala. like all its J) 7 {tH 360 MILES OF COASTLINE AND OVER a thousand miles of backwaters. 
Te f Ss J “I a i r f. *J i f = : " ‘ = a : oe 

. / Keralais something ofa paradise { or sealood aficionados. There are 

r} th er dS pet pie is n ; Lie hi aboul | i j sions everywhere: TOWs ¢ f pe J ised t) “hinese fishin; nets near Kochi: fis] sh- 

ing boats with glistening piles of fresh fish. haved by their w 


E Olen, 
frail catamarans with patchwork sails plying up and down the backwaters. . 


- fe ee C sh. The boats are the most tangible ev idence, he aving in their catch : = endo é 
Reshi lakes a bie bile of the = | 5 ’ aACCN aE ft heey aE ot the 
; day. Taj group's most successful restaurant, Kochi's 5 Taj Malabar isa replica of a 

heavenly fare in God's country: The Rice Boat. Featuring only seafood, guests have the 
a7 from a live-display or bargaining through open windows with passing fishermen for 


the freshest catch of the day, then getting the chef to cook it to their specifications 


returning to the roots. Maryam 


boat. 
option of | choosing dinner 


Itsn C JUSTE Al the T Tai whe re YO. | Te ass Ltée cl impec { ably tre sh His! 1: the etry 
behind a Chinese lis shing nets are at the Opposite e nd of the Spectrul has fs ir 


prandeur POES, bai It even here, the day's catch is cis played In plast Lc buc ket ts ouside 


they ral F mM And LILtre pid (ave l| 
them up on their offer Thanks to the backwate tS 


a5 


dilapidated shacks. “You catch, we ry,” ers take 
» YOU are never far from freshly 
caught fare: pearlspot or karimeen, highly prized by locals. S; Utwater varieties 
Chere are a few rules for »oking fish 
1 earthy CoWare pot Succulent flesh. 
favoured delicately, inc mp trably Lupenor to metahware 


include pomfret, mackerel, sardines anc squid 


in Kerala. The cardinal one is to cook jrin 


All over the state, fish cur- 
rie itain souring agents: Muslims in the nore 


Using green Mangoes, Christians 





SUDHIR RASPCHANDRATS 


of central Kerala kodampuli, or smoked, dried fish 
tamarind, and in the south, Hindus use tangy tamarind. 
When Sunil Nayar, Executive Chef of Taj Garden 
Retreat, Kumarakom, fantasises about foad, it’s not about 
imported exotica. Rather, his fantasies revolve around an 
earthy meal he enjoyed at a colleague’s village, not far from 
Allepey. There was fish curry, tart with green mangoes and 
thick with lashings of grated coconut. Fiery green chillies, 
onions and shallots. They ate it with firm, nutty brown rice. 
The fish was freshly caught, the coconut plucked off the 
family’s trees. Most other ingredients too came from the 
garden, not unusual in Kerala. “You can follow the recipe 
and get a decent result,” he says, adding, “but it’s only in 





Kerala that you can replicate the full flavour”. Shankar 
Menon, another food aficionado, has traversed the globe 
more times than he cares to remember, but his favourite 
food remains the kappa and idichamanthi of his childhood 
days. Kappa or tapioca is an extraordinarily versatile tuber 
that Menon’s grandmother would steam and top with 
spicy “idichamanthi’ to go with evening tea. 

These men embody the spirit of Kerala, where food, like 
every other aspect of life, is all about going back to the 
roots. Wherever you travel in Kerala, food is fresh, plucked 
or Caught as and when needed. Just as the Tuscan house- 
wife walks over to the tomato vine in the garden minutes 
before lunch, and stops by the basil bush, so too her coun- 








terpart in Kerala reaches out ol the window for curry leaves. 
Every household has a garden, no matter how small. 
Flowering plants and ornamental leaves are considered 
secondary in ‘God's own country . Of paramount impor- 
tance are vegetables like ash gourd and drumsticks. Rare is 
the garden that does not contain at least one Coconut tree 


and a small patch for ginger and turmeric 


A good place to begin a culinary joumey is Varkala, at the 
extreme southern point of Kerala, A unique spot where the 
backwaters flow into the sea, with high cliffs poised over the 
beach 50 ft below. Here I taste every variant of the basic 
appam batter: idiappam, kalappam, even palappam for break- 
fast. Puttu served with black gram in an onion based gravy 1s 
a breakfast favourite. Puttu is made from coarsely pounded 
rice and grated coconut, filled into a hollow bamboo con- 
tainer and steamed. An inspired combination, in the same 
league as that of lacy appams with chicken stew. 

Continuing north, I reach Kumarakom on the banks of 
the gigantit Vembanad Lake. Here, there’s a selection of 
Syrian Christian specialities—the stronghold of the com- 





MEEN POLLICHATHU ae 

Ingredients: Seer fish 1 kg; chilli powder 20 gm; coriander powder 20 
gm; turmeric powder 5 gm; curry leaves 2 sprigs; mustard seeds 3 gm; 
small onions 250 gm; tomatoes 150 gm; ginger 25 gm; garlic 30 gm; 
green chillies 15 gm; coconut oil 100 ml; grated coconut 1; cocum 25 
gm; salt to taste; pepper crushed 5 gm. 

Method of Preparation: Clean the fish, cut into thick darnes @ 
Soak cocumin 1 cup of warm water andcrush @ Clean ginger & gar- 
lic. @ Peeland crushsmall onions @ Mixa part of chilli powder, 
coriander, turmeric and salt, with a little water and apply on the fish, 
keep aside @ Rub grated coconut with warm water @ Heat oilina 
pan, add mustard and curry leaves, crushea onions, ginger, garlic and 
chillies, Sauté till onions are brown @ Add remaining chilli, coriander 
and turmeric powder and cook till the masala gives a cooked flavour 
@ Add chopped tomatoes, continue cooking for another five min- 
utes.Add coconut milk and cocum water @ Simmeronaslow fire till 
the masala is thick, then add salt @ Lightly fry fish @ Clean banana 
leaves, soften by holding over flame @ Spread spoonful of masala 
on the banana leaf, place fish on top of masala and spread some more 
masala over the fish, then fold leaf @ Grill wrapped fish on a tawa or 
on live charcoal till cooked. Serve garnished with onion rings. 
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munity, Kottayam, liesa mere 12 kin away. Njandu pacha, 
curry featured crabs in subtle green chilli and coconut 
gravy; karimeen, prized catch of the backwaters, wrapped 
and grilled in a banana leaf: duck roasted with a combina- 
tion of spices strong enough to balance the strong meat 
flavour and banana flower cooked with grated coconut. 

At Thekkady, on the edge of the Penyat Reserve, | was 
in cardamom country. Ata high enough elevation to be 
always cool. Iris ideal altitude for Kerala's spices to grow. 
Cardamoms, cinnamon, nutmeg, mace, bayleaf and mast 


PHAN ORAL 





famous—pepper—grow In profusion at plantations Cover- 
ing hillsides, Each large plantation has its own drying 
chambers where the precious spices are prepared for a 

journey to the warehouses of Jewtown, Kochi, and subsequently to most parts of the world. 
According to Laiju Jameson, Executive Chef at the Taj Garden Retreat, Thekkady, cooking wi th 
spices in Kerala takes for granted that all ingredients prow in the backyard. All the spices that grow 
around Thekkady find their way into cooking pots in the region, black pepper being most com- 
earn how to make the fiery oolarthiyadu mamsam, which calls for cubes of lamb fed gently 






SULA RA sa 





mon. | 
with sliced shallots, fragrant curry leaves and shavings of coconut. Never fear if you ve put in too 
many chillies and peppercorns. You can always temper it with a spoon of coconut milk. The other 
dish | learn is Malabar chicken, a masterpiece that uses coriander seeds as well as minced fresh 
coriander in coconut milk. And then, the out-of this-~vorld coconut souffle. Whisper light with the 
merest hint of gelatin and coconut milk, it was surely invented by a genius. 

_ Kochi, my last port of call, is where the kitchens of the Taj Malabar are presided over by Chet 
Rasheed. Uncovering long-forgotten recipes from all over the state is his passion. The little known 
cuisine of North Kerala’s Muslim community isa particular favourite. “This is one area where 
biryani is made using prawns,” he says, “the prawns and coconut combination is particular to 
Kerala.” North Kerala is also where lamb vies for pride of place with fish and where breads—Ined 
and baked—are eaten. Many Moplah (Kerala muslim) festive dishes were traditionally cooked by 





professional caterers whose numbers are dwindling. What is patently in no danger of lessening is 


passion for fish curry, made in clay pots. Fishy fare, it seems, is best close to its ongins. 


CHENMEENKASHUVANDI ULARTHVATHU 


Prawns dry-cooked with cashewnuts, slivered 





coconuts and spices. 

Ingredients: Medium prawns 1 kg; turmeric 2 om; 
slivered coconut 100 gm; cashewnuts 100 gm; 
curry leaves 4 sprigs; cocum 15 gm; green chilli 15 
gm; chilli powder 15 gM; coriander powder 15 gm; 
small onion 150 gm; garlic-ginger 40 gm; coconut 
oil 50 gm; pepper powder 5 gm; salt to taste, 
Method of Preparation: Shell and devein prawns 
leaving tail. Apply salt, turmeric, cocum Be CUTTY 
leaves and little coconut oil and keep aside @ 
Crush garlic, green chillies, ginger and small onions 
@ Soak cashewnuts in warm salted water for 20 
mins @ Heat oil. Add crushed garlic, chillies, gin 
ger, small onions and coconut @ Saute till onions 
are brown @ Add chilli powder, coriander and 
pepper powder @ Add prawns and cashew nuts 
® Add salt, and cook on a medium fire until dry @ 
Serve garnished with fried curry leaves 


MUTTA APPAM (40 appams) 


Ege Hoppers 

ingredients: Rice 1 kg; yeast 5 gm; salt 5m; sugar 
20 gm; coconut milk 100 ml; 40 eggs;pepper 15 gm. 
Method of Preparation: 5o0ak rice flour for two 
hours and grind to smooth paste. @ Dissalve 
yeast in warm water. Mix with batter. Add salt, 
sugar and thick coconut milk. Mix. Keep in a warm 
place for three-four hours. Adjust consistency to 
pouring @ Heat the Hopper kaga/, Rub coconut 





oil inside the kada/. Pour batter. Rotate kadai to 
coat batter evenly on sides, Keep on medium flame 








@ Break an egg pour in centre of kadai. Cover with 
lid and allow to cook. @ When appam is cooked, 
sides will be crisp and the egg firm. Sprinkle a pinch 
of salt and crushed pepper over egg @ Remove 
from kadaj and serve hot with stew or fish curry 


| 
|AVIAL 


Ingrecients: Drumsticks 100 gm; yam 100 gm; 
plantains 100 gm; string beans 100 gm; white 
pumpkin 100 gm; coconut 1/2: coconut oil 75 em; 
chillies 10 gm; turmeric powder 5 gm; cumin 2 gm; 
curd 50 ml; curry leaves 7 Sprig; salt;shallots 25 am 
Method of Preparation: Cut the vegetables in 
thick juliennes and boil with turmeric and salt. 
drain and keep aside @ Grind together coconut, 
green chilies and cummin to apaste @ Crush shal- 
lots, mix ground ingredients with the boiled Vep- 
etables and keep it on the fire @ Add beaten curd 
and curry leayes @ Bring to boil, adjust Seasoning 
and add coconut oil @ Mix well and remove from 
fire Recipes by Chef Rasheed, Taj Malabar 











